
He Has Risen!

Isaiah 49:1-6, Matthew 28:1-10 April 15, 2001

The angel said, “Do not be afraid; for I know that you seek Jesus who was crucified. He is
not here; for he has risen.” Here is the message of Easter: Jesus Christ has been raised from the
dead! Here is the good news: Jesus Christ, who defeated sin, death and evil on the cross, who
was crucified, dead, and buried, has now been raised from the dead! This forms the basis of life,
faith, and hope: “He is not here; for he has risen.”

For the first time in history, someone who was dead has been raised from the dead, to a
new and different kind of life, made alive again in a life forever beyond the power and reach of
death. And this someone who was dead is not just anyone. This someone who was dead and who
now has been raised from the dead is Jesus Christ, who was crucified, dead, and buried. He took
on the sin of the world. He paid the price for your sin and mine. He suffered the onslaught of
hatred and the worst attack evil could muster. He let death’s cold wave roll over him.He was put
into the ground. This is the one who was raised.

At the end of chapter twenty-seven of the Gospel according to Matthew, the crucifixion
was over. The reality of the death of Jesus Christ has been certified by the Roman Empire and by
the chief priests and the Pharisees of the Jews. His body has been claimed by Joseph of
Arimathea, a disciple. He has been buried. The entrance to the tomb was closed with a great
stone. The government placed a seal upon it. A guard of soldiers was posted to protect it. Pilate
had said, “Make it as secure as you can.”

At the beginning of chapter twenty-eight, all of this has been undone. The stone is rolled
back, the guards are incapacitated, and the seal has been broken. No one was supposed to cross
that line. But Jesus crossed it from the other side.

No one saw the resurrection. Not the women. Not the soldiers. No one. No one can
explain it. It happened by the word of God, the will of God, and the power of God, but no one
can explain it.

The tomb of Jesus Christ was inherently insecure and ultimately insecurable. The soldiers
failed in their duty to guard that one dead man. And with Christ’s new life, the power of death
has been broken, and the fear of death has been destroyed.

Here then is the message of Easter: Jesus Christ, the crucified, dead, and buried, whose
tomb was closed, sealed, and guarded, has been raised from the dead! And remember that
resurrection is not resuscitation. Resuscitation is what happens to people who are almost, but not
quite, dead. Resurrection is not restoration to this life. That is something for which we are
grateful when people are healed and restored to the land of the living. But resurrection is not
coming back to this life. It is being carried forward into the next life, the same person, but a new
and different life.

So in raising Jesus, God has defeated the power of death, once and for all. Its power is
broken. Its dominion is ended. Its universal claim has been denied. We admit that death seems to
be all-powerful in this world. Every living being dies. No one escapes. Death tries to have the last
word about us all. But in the resurrection, God has ended all of this. God is more powerful than
death, God has the final say so about who we are, and God has plans for our lives that death
cannot stop. So we have a choice here. We can either believe that the grim power of death is
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final, ultimate, and absolute; or we can believe that the power of God for life is greater than the
power of death. We believe one or the other. Do you want to go with the soldiers of the guard, or
with the resurrected Christ? Do you want to believe in death, or believe in God? Do you want to
worship death, or worship God? These are our choices.

Some years ago, a friend of mine, Bill Mounts, a Presbyterian minister, told me
something that happened at his mother’s funeral. They had buried her body before the worship
service, so there was no casket at church. Someone in the sanctuary, not seeing a casket and not
knowing why, whispered a too loudly, “Where is she?” Whereupon Bill turned and whispered
back, in the words of the angel to the women, “She is not here, for she has risen.” That is the
meaning of Easter. The resurrection of Jesus Christ is the promise of our own and of that of our
loved ones. Christ has risen that we, too, may live.

The message of Easter is not only that Jesus Christ has been raised from the dead but also
that God has thus vindicated Jesus Christ. For his faithfulness to God, for his obedience, and for
his suffering love, God put his stamp of approval on Jesus Christ. Everything that he suffered on
the cross was worthwhile. The religious authorities condemned Jesus; the governmental
authorities convicted him; the military forces executed him; God Almighty not only overturned
the conviction but also reversed the punishment. Christ who was dead is now alive again. The
one who was humiliated is now glorified beyond comprehension.

The message of Easter is not only that Jesus Christ has been raised from the dead, and
that God has vindicated Jesus Christ, but also, as the angel told women to tell the disciples, that
“Jesus…is going before you to Galilee.” The risen Christ is not in the grave, and not in the
cemetery, but on the move, and the disciples had better run to catch up. Sometimes we think
Jesus is stuck behind us way back in history. Sometimes we think Jesus is stuck here at church,
irrelevant to the life of the world. But Jesus is way out ahead of us being the “light to the nations,
that [God’s] salvation may reach to the end of the earth.” We do not have to worry about getting
ahead of him. Once when I was a pastor in Georgia, I found myself on a platform with a number
of ministers from other denominations, all of us taking turns in a program. A young man from the
Salvation Army went before me and rallied the crowd with his claim that the Salvation Army was
going to “take Jesus to China.” I wanted so badly to tell him that Jesus was already there! It is not
that I am opposed to world missions. I am all for world missions. But when we go on world
missions, and even if we were to name the name of Jesus Christ where it had never been named
before (which certainly is not the case in China), we must realize and remember that Christ is
going before us, that he is not there because of us but we are there because of him, and that we
have not taken him anywhere but he has taken us. To be the church of the resurrected Jesus
Christ, the church has to be alive and to be on the move, following Jesus Christ into the world.

So, the message of Easter is that Jesus Christ has been raised from the dead, that God has
vindicated Jesus Christ, and that Jesus is going before us. How does this apply to us today? On a
personal level, the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the source of our confidence in the forgiveness
of our sin and the promise of eternal life. If the crucifixion showed the extent of God’s suffering
love for us, the resurrection shows the extent of God’s healing power for us. Though we are dead
in our sin, God makes us alive again. Therefore the resurrection is a source of great courage. It
gives us not only the courage to die, since the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the promise of our
own, but it also gives us courage to live. Life is fearful! Life is hard. It can be terrifying and
overwhelming. Jesus helps us face life and live it, with gratitude for this life and good hope for
the next.
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In that the resurrection means Christ is going before us, into life and into the world Easter
also means that the Christian life is an active life. We face the future with confidence, courage,
purpose, joy, and gratitude. Jesus Christ is out there ahead of us, moving on into life and into the
world. So we have to be on the move to be with him and to stay with him. It is a temptation for
us as Christians to try to stay in a safe, comfortable place in our faith and in our lives. It is a
temptation for us as the church to try to stay in a safe, comfortable place in our faith, life, and
mission, to try to keep things the same, to try never to change. But these are temptations, not
virtues. We are called to an active life as Christians. We are not yet done with what we are to do!

Another thing that Easter means for us is that the Church exists to worship the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ and to proclaim God’s gospel to all the world. First Israel was to
be the light to the nations. Then Jesus became the light to the nations. And now the church is, if
not to be the light to the nations, at least to bear witness to that light, to reflect that light, to help
it shine on and for others. When the angel sent the women away to be witnesses, but before they
got too far, Jesus met them, and they worshiped him. They worshiped Jesus before they made
their witness. We have a model for the church: worship God, then run to tell others. Worship
God, then bear witness. Worship God, then share Jesus Christ with others. Worship is not an
option for the church; we know that. Worship is what we are about. It is what we do. It is who we
are. We gather here for the proclamation of the gospel. Evangelism is not an option for the
church. Evangelism, as much as worship, is part of who we are and what we are about. Without
worship, we have nothing to which to witness! But without witness, worship becomes isolated
and sterile. And when we leave here, we do make a witness. It may be for Christ, or it may be
against Christ! It may be positive, or it may be negative. But we make a witness one way or the
other. Do we want it to be for Christ? Because Jesus has been raised from the dead and is going
ahead of us, let us run quickly to tell others.

Part of what we tell, part of the good news of the resurrection, is contained in a single
word in today’s reading. The resurrected Jesus told the women, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my
brethren to go to Galilee.” For the first time, Jesus calls his followers his own brothers. The main
message of Matthew throughout the whole gospel has been that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God, and now Jesus calls us his brothers and sisters! We see that the purpose and mission of
Jesus Christ is to bring us back to God as God’s very children.

On this Easter morning, look around at the beauty and majesty of this sanctuary. This was
not built by people who did not believe in the resurrection! This was not built by people who
lacked conviction. This was not built by fools, and it was not built by cowards! This sanctuary
was built by brave, wise, and faithful people who staked their lives on the resurrection of Jesus
Christ. By their witness, they challenge and invite us today to join them in believing the good
news that Christ has risen.

The window behind me depicts the apostles Peter, John, and Paul, all of whom are
thought to have been martyred for the sake of Jesus Christ, killed for their faith in Jesus Christ,
witnesses who made their witness at the cost of their own lives. They would not have done this if
they had not believed absolutely in the reality and truth of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

We stand here in an unbroken line of witnesses, beyond those who first told us the gospel,
beyond those who built this sanctuary, beyond those who settled this country, beyond the
Reformers, beyond the church fathers, all the way back to the first disciples, all the way back to
the women, all the way back to the angel who said, “He is not here; for he has risen.” Today it is
our turn to receive this witness; and receiving it, it is our turn to believe it; and believing it, it is
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our turn to share the unbroken line; so that we join the succession and extend the witness to
others. We who have heard the good news that Jesus Christ has been raised from the dead are
faced with two options. We can either be like the soldiers of the guard, who trembled and became
like dead men. Or we can be like the women, who not only worshiped Jesus, but who also ran
quickly, with fear and great joy, to tell the good news of Christ’s resurrection. Which will it be
for us?

To God be the glory, forever and ever! Amen.
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